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the new 
communications 
system 
by HARVEY D. BRAUN/Partner 
a n d RANDY L. ALLEN/Manager, Newark 
Beginning in December, 198'!, the Uni form Commun ica t ion Sys-t e m - a direct computer - to-com-
puter innovation—is going to el imi-
nate the tradit ional paper chase of 
manual procedures. But more signifi-
cantly, it is going to reduce clerical 
and pricing errors, speed order 
processing and f i l l ing, and, when 
fully operat ional, save the industry an 
estimated $300 mi l l ion a year. 
"The present system, cumbersome 
and ineff ic ient in many ways, can be 
streamlined w i th electronic commu-
nicat ion," Arthur Woelf le, president 
of Kraft, Inc. has stated. He is co-
chairman of the UCS Joint Industry 
Commit tee w i t h Leonard Lieberman, 
senior vice president of Supermarkets 
General Corporat ion "As an exam-
ple," says Woel f le, "purchase orders, 
invoices, and other transactions 
between grocery manufacturers, 
brokers, and distr ibutors wi l l now be 
transmitted by computer rather than 
by mail, personal delivery, or phone." 
The entire process, as Woel f le 
notes, wi l l be reduced to a conversa-
t ion between two computers. One 
computer places an order; I he other 
processes it. This el iminates the t ime 
consuming and of ten inaccurate pro-
cedures in between. 
"The new system also provides bet-
ter management in format ion," he 
adds, "and it wi l l lead us to produc-
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t ivity gains in many other areas." 
The Joint Industry Commit tee, 
sponsored by six industry trade asso-
ciations. hired Touche Ross to direct 
and manage the project. Work is now 
completed on phase one, construct-
ing a un i fo rm computer message 
content for part ic ipat ing companies. 
Developing standardized messages is 
one of the most important elements 
of the system; w i thou t a un i form 
language, implementat ion wou ld 
be complex. Such message standards 
as wel l as commun ica t ion standards 
were established this spring. 
Phase two of the program wi l l be a 
voluntary commi tmen t by various 
companies to test the system, refine 
message standards, and determine 
whether the system is usable by the 
entire industry. Companies can and 
have part icipated on four levels, 
depending on resources and man-
power available. These levels are: the 
pilot commit tee, p lanning and devel-
opment , val idat ion of costs and ben-
efits, and personnel training. Heaviest 
responsibil i ty w i l l fall on the 10 to 12 
pilot companies wh ich wi l l partici-
pate at all levels. 
At first, only three or four compa-
nies wi l l be involved—in order to 
min imize problems that may arise in 
a new system. The pi lot network w i l l 
then expand to 12 companies in the 
second half of 1981. Participants 
selected wi l l represent a cross-section 
of the industry based on type, size, 
geographic location, computer 
equipment available, and distr ibut ion 
methods. One major hurdle wi l l be 
the development of computer pro-
grams to convert UCS messages into 
formats that w i l l work w i th each 
company's existing ordering and 
account ing systems. 
Phase three wi l l bring voluntary 
industrywide implementat ion, begin-
ning in early 1982. Dur ing this phase, 
louche Ross w i l l develop cost-benefit 
and implementat ion guides so that 
individual companies can determine 
the impact of UCS. 
Companies tied to the UCS net-
work wi l l benefit in a number of 
ways; and, as the system is refined, 
the benefits w i l l increase. The system 
is designed to achieve the fo l lowing: 
• Reduce the amount of manual 
clerical work involved in transmit t ing 
purchase orders and sales invoices, 
improving product iv i ty by as much as 
$76 mi l l ion annually. 
* Eliminate the cost and inconve-
nience of errors in translating and 
transcribing, for an estimated $8 mi l -
l ion savings. 
• Result in fewer invoice adjust-
ments. Savings: $56 mi l l ion. 
• Reduce required inventory levels 
and the risk of stockouts, to improve 
product iv i ty by about $105 mi l l ion. 
* Enable companies to improve 
internal systems, saving $63 mi l l ion. 
• Enhance the effectiveness of 
sales calls, improv ing the bot tom line 
by $32 mi l l ion. 
Potential savings for an indiv idual 
manufactur ing company could go as 
high as $825,000 a year, if the com-
pany has a direct sales force and 
annual sales of $300 mi l l ion. A man-
ufactur ing company w i th annual 
The Joint Industry Committee 
The six industry associations are: 
The Cooperative Food Distributors 
of America (CFDA) 
The Food Market ing Institute (FMI) 
The Grocery Manufacturers of 
America (GMA) 
The Nat ional-American Wholesale 
Grocers' Association (NAWGA) 
The National Association of Retail 
Grocers of the Uni ted States 
(NARGUS) 
The National Food Brokers 
Association 
sales of $50 mi l l ion , and wh ich uses a 
broker, can save as much as 5122,000; 
and a distr ibutor w i t h yearly sales of 
$300 mi l l ion can save up to $543,000. 
Savings for a broker w i th annual sales 
of $50 mi l l ion can reach $81,000. 
UCS is not a theory. It is already at 
wo rk to a l imi ted degree in the phar-
maceutical and general merchandis-
ing industries. Many companies have 
also been using computers to trans-
mit messages between locations. 
Companies in the food industry, for 
example, have used computers inter-
nally to transmit orders from the 
store to the warehouse. However, 
there has rarely been a computer l ink 
between retai l ing and manufactur ing 
companies before. 
Under the UCS concept, purchase 
orders and invoices are transmitted 
electronical ly between grocery man-
ufacturers, food brokers, and distr ibu-
tors. This el iminates the need for 
their manual product ion, review, and 
handl ing. Instead, one company's 
computer calls another company's 
computer and electronical ly places a 
purchase order or an invoice in a 
te lecommunicat ions "mai lbox;" Peri-
odically, this mailbox is checked and 
the message, whether it is a purchase 
order or an invoice, is read by the 
addressee. the new procedure wi l l 
improve product iv i ty considerably by 
reducing the number of manual cleri-
cal tasks. 
It is also important to know what 
the system wi l l not do, according to 
Arthur Woelf le. 
UCS wi l l not affect relationships 
and personal contacts between man-
ufacturers, brokers, distr ibutors, and 
retailers It w i l l not affect payment 
patterns or terms of payment. And it 
w i l l not require companies to revamp 
their data processing systems in order 
to accommodate UCS. 
It wi l l be, however, one of the first 
industrywide systems of its kind 
44 
